The British government and some of the country's leading scientists have reacted with anger and frustration to the decision to end breeding of animals at a farm that has been relentlessly targeted by animal rights protesters, warning that there could be severe consequences for clinical research in the country, in spite of new legislation this year limiting their activities.
The decision by the owners of Darley Oaks farm in Newchurch, Staffordshire follows a six-year campaign, one of several by animal rights activists that have caused growing concern in parliament.
Though 
Worries over lab animals decision
The move by a British farm raising animals for research to pull out in the face of animal rights activists has caused widespread concern and fears that new legislation to limit their activities may not be working. Nigel Williams reports.
Scared off: Concern over animal rights activists has led one British farm to halt breeding guinea pigs for research. There was widespread concern in the media and elsewhere that the decision was a victory for animal rights activists.
Writer Aldous Huxley died on November 22, 1963, but nobody took any notice, because this was also the day J.F. Kennedy was shot dead. Similarly, the biggest influenza pandemic of the 20th century killed 20 million people in 1918/19, but did not make the top headlines, because there was a World War going on at the same time. To this day, the disease wrongly labelled the Spanish flu has remained a footnote in the history books.
Recently, however, people have been paying somewhat more attention to it. Today, we know that flu epidemics do not come from Spain, but that they arise when avian flu viruses cross the species barrier and by mutation acquire the ability not only to infect humans but also to transmit the infection directly from one person to another. The most likely breeding place for new viruses of this kind is South East Asia, where millions of domestic birds and many millions of people live in close proximity.
In recent years, with human and bird populations continuing to rise, this problem has become more urgent. Since December 2003, a number of regional outbreaks of the avian flu strain H5N1 in South East Asia have caused serious economic damage and led to over 100 confirmed cases of human infection, resulting in over 50 deaths. Earlier this year, the discovery of infected wild birds in Russia, Kazakhstan and possibly Finland suggested that the autumn migrations might spread the virus to Europe. In this context, the European Union and its member states are faced with two important tasks: containing the spread of influenza in birds to avoid economic damage to the poultry industry, and even more importantly, making viable plans for the day when bird flu turns into a human flu pandemic.
In order to protect the free range chickens on European farms, one has to keep an eye on the wildfowl. Many variants of influenza virus are known to be less dangerous to wild waterfowl than to farmyard turkeys and chickens. If this holds for the variant H5N1, which caused the recent flu outbreaks in Asia, wild animals could spread it to Europe without suffering too much from it themselves.
Following reports of a potential case of avian flu in a seagull in Finland, the Dutch agriculture minister ordered all free-range chickens to be kept indoors until further notice. However, other EU member states have not followed this stance, as the EU still -in statements issued August 25 -rates the risk of avian flu spreading to its area as 'low'. Nevertheless, it has responded to the possibility by boosting the budget for a surveillance system of migratory birds that has been in place since 2003, providing an extra 2.4 million euros in order to monitor the distribution of potentially dangerous viruses in the wild.
The Commission has also asked the member states for regular updates via the Early Warning and Response System (EWRS). On September 20th, the authorities involved in the EWRS are due to hold a meeting to deal with the risks of avian flu.
All these measures may or may not protect European poultry from the disease and European farmers from economic losses, but they will do nothing to stop the next human influenza pandemic. Experts agree that this is most likely to arise from Asia, no matter how many ducks or chickens are infected in Europe. There are essentially two things that need to be done to limit the damage from a potential human pandemic. Plan A involves confining the outbreak at its source, and plan B needs to be prepared for the likely failure of plan A.
Plan A suffers from all the predictable problems. In countries like Vietnam, the lack of research resources means that an outbreak will be diagnosed too late, and there won't be the necessary medical resources to contain it. The statement also promises to be more open about animal experimentation, urging research establishments to "provide clear information and promote rational discussion". "We have seen a mood of increased openness amongst researchers over the last two years," said Festing. "We are building on that and the declaration will help."
The new legislation became law earlier this year but has yet to be fully tested. It aims to crack down on the intimidation of companies involved in animal experimentation, making it an offence to protest outside employees' homes. It also allows activists to be banned from returning to places with the intention of attempting to force people to stop doing thingssuch as animal experimentationwhich are allowed by law.
